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[The author is a free-lance journalist who lives in Venezuela.] Three months after the brief ouster
of Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez Frias and his return two days later following massive
demonstrations of popular support (see NotiSur, 2002-04-19), the strategies of the government
and the opposition have become clearly defined and seemingly incompatible. The government is
emphasizing dialogue, an emphasis that culminated recently with the visit of former US President
Jimmy Carter. The opposition, however, has refused to participate in conversations with the
government and will only accept the removal of the president.

Government admits mistakes
Almost from the moment of his return to power, Chavez has said that he recognized that he had
made errors (see NotiSur, 2002-05-03, 2002-06-14). These errors included publicly denigrating
executives of the national petroleum company Petroleos de Venezuela (PDVSA) by name. The
PDVSA conflict provided the reason for the April 11 demonstration that preceded the militarycivilian coup in which Pedro Carmona, head of the business association Fedecameras, assumed the
presidency for less than two days. Chavez also began calling for a national dialogue. This received
little support from the opposition, and little is being heard about the mesas de dialago that Chavez
set up, although they continue to function. Chavez then turned to Carter, asking for his help in
bringing about reconciliation.
The opposition, with the backing of the US government, had wanted the Organization of American
States (OAS) to mediate. The government was not in favor of OAS mediation, partly because of an
April 13 statement from the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) while Carmona
was still in power. Nowhere did the statement criticize Chavez's removal by force, although it did
deplore Carmona's immediate decision to dissolve the Tribunal Supremo de Justicia (TSJ) and the
Asamblea Nacional. The IACHR statement ended by saying it was willing to dialogue with the
Carmona government, thereby giving recognition to a de facto regime. After Vice President Jose
Vicente Rangel extended the invitation to Carter, US Ambassador to Venezuela Charles Shapiro
commented that the king of Spain or even Pele, the former Brazilian soccer hero, could be the
mediator as long as the person did a good job. Some saw the remark as sarcastic and a put-down of
Carter.
The day of Carter's arrival, the daily newspaper El Nacional carried a full-page interview with
Shapiro in which he said it was important that any mediator be acceptable to both sides. The
opposition had already indicated that Carter was not acceptable. On his recent trip to South
America, Otto Reich, assistant secretary of state for Western Hemisphere affairs, was quoted in the
Uruguayan press saying, "The government of President Bush has communicated very clearly to
the Venezuelan government, with whom he maintains normal relations, and to the opposition that
they must sit down at a table and dialogue and try to solve their political problems." Reich did not
mention the opposition's refusal to participate.
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Following a large opposition demonstration July 11, the coordinators of the march issued a
statement saying that the only dialogue they would accept with President Chavez would be to
discuss the terms under which he would be willing to resign from the presidency.

Carter unable to bring two sides together
Carter visited Venezuela from July 6-10. Besides meeting with Chavez, he met with the head of the
principal labor union (Confederacion de Trabajadores de Venezuela, CTV), members of the Catholic
Church hierarchy, the media, and leaders of political opposition parties. CTV president Carlos
Ortega said afterwards that Carter had been deceived by Chavez. At the end of the visit, Carter
presented Chavez with twelve recommendations based on the concerns of the opposition. Carter
said he regretted the opposition leaders' decision not to attend the meeting at which he presented
the recommendations to Chavez. Chavez accepted several of the proposals, including recognizing
Ortega as president of the CTV and accepting help from the UN and the OAS in the process of
reconciliation. He rejected the opposition's call for his resignation.
Opposition strategy includes several options While closing the doors to dialogue, the opposition is
examining at least four ways to remove Chavez from power.
Public demonstrations. The opposition has scheduled regular demonstrations on the 11th of each
month to commemorate the deaths of 17 people during the opposition demonstrations in April.
It is still not clear who was responsible for the deaths although the victims included people from
both the anti-Chavez and pro-Chavez groups. The opposition blames the government and seldom
mentions the deaths of dozens of barrio dwellers at the hands of police in the days following the
coup. The opposition marches have been impressive, but it is difficult to judge whether they reflect
the feeling of the Venezuelan population as a whole. Participants are mostly fair-skinned and welldressed middle and upper-class people. The Associated Press estimated the July 11 crowd at a halfmillion. In one smaller demonstration by some retired military officers, one newspaper noted that
the marchers were outnumbered two to one by police.
A referendum. This process is permitted under the Constitution after elected officials have served
half their term February 2003 for the members of the Asamblea Nacional and August 2003 for the
president. The opposition is trying to collect enough signatures to call for a referendum on whether
Chavez should continue in office, but the process has bogged down. Chavez said he would be
willing to hold a referendum but said he is not the only public official who should be considered for
such a process. That statement turned the public's attention to a number of opposition governors
and mayors for whom referendums could be called as early as August of this year.
Legal processes. In his Sunday radio-television program on June 23, Chavez said the opposition
has filed about two dozen legal actions against him. A major one involves the Fondo de Inversion
para la Estabilizacion Macroeconomica (FIEM), a special fund for excess petroleum earnings when
the price per barrel exceeds the estimate used in the budget. Money that was to be deposited in the
fund was used in December to pay the year-end benefits for public employees. The government said
its use of the fund was legitimate and necessary. The opposition's legal petition wants the court to
rule that the action was corruption. Another legal action involves a campaign donation in 1998 from
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the Banco Provincial, a subsidiary of the Spanish Banco Bilboa Vizcaya Argentaria (BBVA). Bank
president Juan Carlos Zorrilla, testifying before Spanish Judge Baltasar Garzon, said money was also
given to other political parties involved in the elections so as not to favor one party over another. He
did not name the other parties.
Constitutional amendment. The term of the president is six years. Some opponents want a
constitutional amendment that would shorten the period to four years. Under the previous
Constitution, the presidential term was five years. Supporters of this idea, who had hoped for new
elections in December, planned to collect the necessary 1.8 million signatures (15% of the electorate)
in fifteen days. After more than a month, they have not yet achieved their goal. Some opponents
advocate the ultimate option Although another coup is not openly advocated by the opposition,
its possibility should not be discarded nor should a violent reaction on the part of government
supporters. Many analysts say the situation is serious enough that a civil war is possible. At the
closing of the Foro Social Mundial de Porto Alegre Capitulo Venezuela, held in Caracas July 5-7,
Chavez spoke of how the revolutionary efforts of Ezequiel Zamora ended when he was assassinated
in 1860, saying that with the death of Zamora the hope of the people also died. That same day a
Los Angeles Times article quoted Jose Antonio Gil, influential head of one of Venezuela's principal
polling companies, talking about what he saw as the only solution to the political crisis in Venezuela.
"He [Chavez] has to be killed," said Gil.

-- End --
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